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THE REASONS FOR THE TRAGEDY AT THE CAPE KENNEDY COSMODROME 

By An Observer ? $ 6 8 - 1 5 6 2 0  
I Trans l a  t e d  from "Krasnaya Zvezda , I' February 4 , 1967 

By Joseph L. Zygielbaum 
Data Dynamics, Incorporated,  Los Angeles, Ca l i fo rn ia  . 

Newspapers and j o u r n a l s  of our  p l a n e t ,  t e legraph  and information 

agencies  , r a d i o  and t e l e v i s i o n  companies cont inue  t o  comment on the  t r a g i c  

dea th  of the three American a s t ronau t s  who per i shed  i n  a f i r e  on January 2 7 ,  

dur ing  a p r e f l i g h t  e x e r c i s e  i n  the  cabin  of the  spaceship  "Apollo-1." 

What happened? De ta i l s  of and t echn ica l  reasons  f o r  the acc iden t  

remain s o  f a r  the  o b j e c t  of conjec ture .  According t o  r e p o r t s  of the Associated 

P res s  which quote  the l eade r sh ip  of the space c e n t e r  a t  Houston, " a l l  da ta  w i l l  

be kep t  i n  s e c r e t  u n t i l  the  i n v e s t i g a t i o n  procedures a r e  completed." However, 

even now a number of suppos i t ions  which a r e  no t  unfounded a re  being expressed. 

Thus, o f f i c i a l  r e p r e s e n t a t i v e s  of the Nat iona l  Aeronaut ics  and Space 

Adminis t ra t ion  have r epor t ed  t h a t  the f i r e ,  which broke o u t  i n  the  cabin  ten 

minutes  before  the s imulated l i f t - o f f ,  was "caused by an  i g n i t i o n  of oxygen as 

a r e s u l t  of some e l e c t r i c a l  defec t . "  

To the ques t ion  i f  t h i s  was a c c i d e n t a l  which was asked by a UP1 

correspondent ,  the r e p r e s e n t a t i v e  of the  Manned Spacec ra f t  Center ,  P a u l  Haney, 

r e p l i e d ,  "I am n o t  a t  l i b e r t y  to d iscuss  a l l  the  d e t a i l s . "  A t  t he  same t i m e ,  

the  p re s s  publ ished a d e t a i l e d  desc r ip t ion  of a whole s e t  of circumstances 

which preceded the tragedy a t  the Cape Kennedy cosmodrome. What kind of c i r -  

cums tances  were these?  

A t  the  moment when the f i r e  broke o u t ,  the a s t r o n a u t s  were b rea th ing  

oxygen i n  t h e i r  spacesu i t s .  The c a r r i e r - r o c k e t  "Saturn-1B" and the spaceship  

were suppl ied  wi th  energy by the i n t e r n a l  power systems and n o t  from the cos- 

modrome. Even e a r l i e r  during t h i s  t e s t ,  the  power system of the  spaceship w a s  

troublesome." Even during the  day ( t h e  crew en te red  the spaceship  a t  1 P.M. I I  

and the  f i r e  broke o u t  a t  6:31 P.M.) t he  a s t r o n a u t s  had d i f f i c u l t i e s  wi th  t h e i r  

oxygen sys  tern. 

Trouble w i t h i n  the "Apollo" spaceship  had a l s o  occurred i n  the  p a s t ,  
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This w a s  r epor t ed  f o r  the f i r s t  time i n  December of l a s t  year .  A t  t h a t  t i m e ,  

Colonel Grissom s a i d ,  "We have encountered c e r t a i n  i r r e g u l a r i t i e s  i n  the  l i f e  

suppor t  c o n t r o l  system." The leader  of the Apollo program, Joseph Shea, made 

a s ta tement  before  j o u r n a l i s t s  on December 15, 1966, t o  the  e f f e c t  t h a t  the 

" d i f f i c u l t i e s  are  cont inuously plaguing the oxygen-supply system of the  space- 

sh ip .  . . I n  approximately 82 d i f f e r e n t  u n i t s  of t h i s  system, more than  200 

i r r e g u l a r i t i e s  occurred." 

These f i g u r e s  a r e  even more alarming i f  w e  take i n t o  cons ide ra t ion  

the f a c t  t h a t  a n  e n t i r e  s e r i e s  of d i f f i c u l t i e s  a l s o  occurred i n  the  preceding 

"Mercury" and "Gemini" programs. Even then, the New York "Herald Tribune" 

has  expressed i t s  opin ion  t h a t  "each f l i g h t  con ta ins  i t s  drama," and the  lead-  

e r s h i p  of NASA has admit ted t h a t  the "chances f o r  a success fu l  launch comprise 

only 80 percent ."  And i f  a t  t h a t  t i m e  t he  member of the  House of Represen ta t ives  

James Ful ton  reproached t h e  l eade r sh ip  of the  program f o r  l a c k  of a "sense of 

urgency," then  a t  t h i s  t i m e  the immediate c r e a t o r s  of the "Apollo" announced 

i n  s p i t e  of a l l  f a c t s  the following: "Our approach t o  t h i s  program i s  t o  work 

calmly,  n o t  t o  s t r i v e  f o r  abso lu t e  pe r fec t ion ,  n o t  t o  t r y  t o  make every th ing  

too complicated,  o r  otherwise t h i s  na t ion  w i l l  never leave  the launching pad. . . I1  

This  s ta tement  w a s  made by D r .  Shea. These words can be i n t e r p r e t e d  

i n  a number of ways. B u t ,  no matter  what the  case  may be,  even back i n  1959, 

when i t  was decided t o  u s e  a pure oxygen atmosphere i n  the  Mercury capsules ,  

c e r t a i n  American s p e c i a l i s t s  pointed o u t  the  p o s s i b i l i t y  of danger.  

R e a l i t y  has  confirmed t h i s  danger. I n  1962,  a f i r e  broke o u t  i n  a n  

oxygen-f i l led  decompression chamber dur ing  a n  experiment a t  a r e sea rch  c e n t e r  

i n  Ph i l ade lph ia .  Four r e sea rch  technic ians  s u f f e r e d  s e r i o u s  burns.  During 

t h a t  same y e a r ,  i n  the course of t r a i n i n g  a t  a school  f o r  space medicine a t  

Brooks A i r  Force Base, a f i r e  broke o u t  w i t h i n  an oxygen-f i l led  cab in  of a 

spaceship  s imula tor .  A t  t h a t  t i m e ,  t he re  were two c a s u a l t i e s .  

'Why, then, d id  everything remain as i t  w a s ? "  Many Americans a s k  

themselves t h i s  ques t ion .  I f  we should seek  an  answer i n  the s ta tements  by 

the same o f f i c i a l s  and commentaries by observers  from the j o u r n a l  "Newsweek," 

then i t  tu rns  o u t  t h a t  a "pure-oxygen atmosphere system is  l i g h t e r  and takes  

u p  less space and is  a l s o  s impler  and cheaper than equipment f o r  the gene ra t ion  

of a n  oxygen-nitrogen mixture." 
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Cheaper. . . The f l i g h t s  of  many American a s t r o n a u t s  took place i n  

d i f f i c u l t  and tense  circumstances which requi red  extreme courage,  s t r e n g t h ,  and 

stamina. Their  ( t h e  astronauts ' - -JLZ) achievement aroused s i n c e r e  admira t ion ,  

and t h i s  could n o t  be s a i d  about  the o rgan ize r s  of the f l i g h t s .  According t o  

communiques by the Associated Press, one of these  o rgan ize r s  exp la ins  the ter- .  

r i b l e  tragedy a s  "only the work of  the law of averages."  

Such a r e p l y  ha rd ly  s a t i s f i e s  anyone. Observers from va r ious  in fo r -  

"Has mation agencies  have a g a i n  asked the NASA leade r sh ip  the  same ques t ions :  

every th ing  been done t o  a s s u r e  a maximum s a f e t y  f o r  the  a s t r o n a u t s ?  Is i t  pos- 

s i b l e  t h a t  s a f e t y  cons ide ra t ions  have been s a c r i f i c e d  f o r  cons ide ra t ions  of 

p r e s t i g e ?  Was the f i r e  w i t h i n  the 'Apollo-1' cab in  an  absurd a c c i d e n t ,  o r  d id  

i t  r e p r e s e n t  a n a t u r a l  r e s u l t  of ignoring problems of s a f e t y  i n  the  name of a 

qbicker  achievement of e f f e c t i v e  r e s u l t s  i n  the n a t i o n a l  space program?" 

A t t e m p t s  a r e  now being made t o  f i n d  answers t o  these  ques t ions  i n  

the  r e p o r t  of the  medical fund and the i n v e s t i g a t i o n s  by Love11 which were 

prepared f o r  NASA back i n  1964. B u t  the  answers could n o t  be found there .  

Furthermore , the  r e p o r t  under1 ines  the f ac  t t h a t  a c t u a l  s t u d i e s  of t he  reasons 

f o r  t h e  f i r e s  were evaded and t h i s  c r ea t ed  a f a l s e  f e e l i n g  of s e c u r i t y .  

Today, the world mourns the death.  V i r g i l  Grissom, Edward White, 

and Roger Chaffee--people of t h a t  new p ro fes s ion  which, r e g a r d l e s s  of n a t i o n a l i t y ,  

has  made them r e p r e s e n t a t i v e s  of the e n t i r e  p l ane t  i n  e x t r a t e r r e s t r i a l  space.  

Along wi th  the  Sov ie t  cosmonauts, they have paved the  road toward the  percept ion  

of the  world which surrounds u s ,  the road toward the conquest of space.  

A new crew has been announced f o r  the spaceship  "Apollo-1." These 

a re  W. S c h i r r a ,  D. Eisele,  and W. Cunningham. When w i l l  t h e i r  f l i g h t  take 

p lace?  The'New York T i m e s , "  answering t h i s  ques t ion ,  r e p o r t s  t h a t  "a p rec i se  

c o n t i n u a t i o n  of the countdown w i l l  depend on the  conclus ions  of the  i n v e s t i g a t i n g  

committee, which c o n s i s t s  of seven people and which was appointed i n  order  t o  

e s t a b l i s h  the  reasons , f o r  the f i r e  which has  k i l l e d  th ree  a s t r o n a u t s  and which 

has  caused g r e a t  damage t o  the  Apollo spaceship.  Th i s  damage is  es t imated  t o  

be 35 m i l l i o n  do l l a r s . "  

One should n o t  rush  i n  t h i s  case.  This  s t a t emen t  i s  supported by 

one more a c c i d e n t  which took p lace  on the  l a s t  day of January a t  a USAF base 
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i n  San Antonio. During a t e s t  i n  a decompression chamber which was f i l l e d  wi th  

p u r e  oxygen, i n  nea r ly  i d e n t i c a l  condi t ions  as during the  r e c e n t  tragedy a t  

Cape Kennedy wi th  the "Apollo-1" s p a c e c r a f t ,  a f i r e  broke ou t .  

k i l l e d .  

Two p i l o t s  were 

According t o ,  a r e p o r t  by a UP1 correspondent ,  t h i s  un fo r tuna te  a c c i d e n t  

took p lace  a f t e r  the d i s a s t e r  a t  Cape Kennedy, when the American method of us ing  

pure oxygen during s p a c e f l i g h t s  by manned spaceships  had a l r eady  aroused d e f i n i t e  

doubts.  

dered over a per iod of four  hours ,  and 'then i n  the evening flames once aga in  

broke ou t .  

The flame caused such extreme h e a t  t h a t  the  cab in  and equipment smoL- 

Today, the i n v e s t i g a t i o n  of the  "Apollo tragedy" i s  a l r eady  being 

conducted by two commissions--NASA and the Senate .  The House of Representa t ives  

of the  USA i s  proposing the  appointment of a s p e c i a l  commission f o r  such a n  

i n v e s t i g a t i o n .  O f f i c i a l  da t a  about  the  i n v e s t i g a t i o n s  a r e  s o  f a r  n o t  a v a i l a b l e .  

However, some information has  a l ready  seeped o u t  t o  the  p re s s  about  tape record-  

ings (from the  burning spacecraft--JLZ) and d e s c r i p t i o n s  by an engineer  who 

decoded the  conversa t ions  between the crew and the  Ear th  dur ing  the  f a t a l  tes t .  

The essence of h i s  reasoning could be reduced t o  the f a c t  t h a t  the  a s t r o n a u t s  

r e p o r t e d  the f i r e  t h ree  t imes,  b u t  the absence of a n  automatic  device  f o r  the 

immediate opening of a ha tch  i n  the  Apollo-type s p a c e c r a f t  and the  shor tage  

of  90 seconds of time have l e d  t o  ( t h e  astronauts ' - -JLZ) death.  

The Washington correspondent of the  New York "Daily News" has  expressed 

an op in ion  t o  the  e f f e c t  t h a t  t he  d i s a s t e r  on the  Apollo w i l l  l e a d  t o  a slow- 

down i n  the accomplishment of a f l i g h t  t o  the Moon by approximately two yea r s ,  

i f  NASA s e r i o u s l y  cons iders  a c a r d i n a l  a l t e r a t i o n  of the  a s t r o n a u t s '  l i f e  

suppor t  s y s  tem. 

" S c i e n t i s t s  a r e  taking '  a r i s k " - - t h i s  w a s  t he  heading of a n  a r t i c l e  

i n  t h e  "World Journa l  Tribune." I t  is  s t a t e d  i n  t h i s  a r t i c l e  t h a t  "when the  

Nat iona l  Aeronautics and Space Adminis t ra t ion solved the problem of what type 

of atmosphere t o  c r e a t e  i n  the  manned spaceships ,  i t  had t o  s e l e c t  between two 

types of dangers." However, a l though many American s p e c i a l i s t s  cons ider  t h a t  

t h e  atmosphere which is  c r e a t e d  i n  the S o v i e t  spaceships  i s  less langerous,  

NASA, s t r i v i n g  t o  economize, "prefer red  the danger connected wi th  p u r e  oxygen." 
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I n  a n  a t tempt  to  pass  up  wi th  s i l e n c e  the r e a l  reasons f o r  the d i s a s t e r ,  a 

r e p r e s e n t a t i v e  of  the "North American Aviation" company has  t r i e d  t o  j u s t i f y  

the acc iden t  wi th  the fol lowing words: "If  the  f i r e  which took p lace  on Friday 

had'happened i n  cosmic space,  then the a s t r o n a u t s  would poss ib ly  ( ? )  have 

remained a l ive . "  

I t  i s  necessary to  r i s k  one 's  l i f e  i n  order t o  conquer space." So 9 1  

s a i d  once the  courageous V i r g i l  Grissom. He died on Ear th ,  a l though on two 

occasions he came f a c e  t o  f ace  wi th  the  s i l e n t  world of the  s t a r s .  
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